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In an age where more and more people are turning to social media for news information it can 
only be concluded that those same people are vulnerable to some type of exposure to pretrial 
publicity. Research has supported the idea that pretrial publicity creates premature judgments of 
guilt towards the accused and the more exposure a person has on a case the more strongly their 
opinions of guilt tend to be. Social media has quickly become a platform that users turn to 
receive news information, including details about cases that are in process of going to trial. 
Because its high popularity and frequent use, social media has come to the forefront of 
discussion in relation to many recent events such as the one in Charlottesville, Virginia where a 
group of white supremacists began a rally to protest the city’s removal of the Robert E. Lee 
statue.  They were met with counter-protesters and soon conflict rose between the two groups. 
During this time a car drove into the crowd injuring nine and killing one. The defendant, James 
Alex Fields Jr., has been charged with first-degree murder, pending trial. The current study looks 
at social media users’ habits and how they are related to the widespread dialogue about the 
Charlottesville incident. Participants were asked which social media platforms they use, how 
often they use them, if they were exposed to information pertaining to the event, and if they took 
part in spreading of the information. They were also randomly assigned to read social or 
traditional media coverage favorable or unfavorable to the defendant and offer judgments about 
the legal case.  Because the James Alex Fields Jr. has not gone to trial yet it is a perfect case to 








SOCIAL MEDIA’S INFLUENCE ON PRE-TRIAL PUBLICITY  3 
 
 
Social Media’s Influence on Pre-Trial Publicity 
 
Pretrial publicity (PTP) is any information disseminated via the media about a case that is 
making its way toward trial (Greene & Wade, 1988).  This process of pretrial publicity evolved 
parallel to the development of public communication such as newspapers, radios and televisions.  
Each of these outlets was popular in a certain time period when they were used the most.  For 
example, in the 1920s, radio was the benchmark for all news and entertainment that families 
could access right at home (Bush & Teilhet, 1942).  Then came television, which changed the 
world of news broadcasting.  Although these media were the most popular it does not mean that 
they were the only source.  When the radio emerged, newspapers were still being read, and when 
the television became widespread, radio and newspapers were put to use as well. However in the 
present time, there is a new outlet challenging competing sources of information and that is 
social media.   
In recent years, social media as sources of PTP has arguably overshadowed newspapers, 
radio and television. Social media is defined by Merriam-Webster as forms of electronic 
communications (as Web sites for social networking and microblogging) through which users 
create online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content 
(Retrieved December 12, 2016).  These platforms can be used by individuals, companies, news 
networks, and government agencies who can view and share information about anything by use 
of virtual networks.  The Pew Research Center reports that 69% of adults aged 18 to 65 years 
and older in the U.S. use social media (2017).  An analysis by Gottfried and Shearer (2016) 
found that of those adults who use social media to receive their news, Facebook and Twitter 
were most common, with Facebook at 66% and Twitter at 59%.  When the ages of social media 
users are compared, the difference in generations is apparent. For example, a report by Mitchell, 
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Gottfried, Barthel, and Shearer (2016) that found 48% of Americans aged 65 and older get news 
from a print newspaper compared to 5% of 18- to 29-year-olds.  In addition, the same study 
found that 72% of Americans in 2016 use a mobile device to get news from social media.    
Because of its ability to relay information quickly to a wide audience, social media has 
been the center for many public discussions within the last few years.  Issues such as Black Lives 
Matter, the Paris terror attacks, and the Sandy Hook tragedy were heavily discussed on social 
media where information about the event, the people involved, and the small pieces of 
information surrounding the issue were shared with others.  There has been recent concern about 
what effects this new social media platform will have on PTP and if the effects can be reduced to 
ensure a fair trial for the defendant. The current study is designed to examine the effects of social 
media on PTP. 
Bias Causing PTP 
   In a high profile trial where information is spread through varying populations from small 
towns to the state and national level it is difficult to find a completely impartial jury. Usually 
before a trial begins, the public has some opinion on the defendant’s verdict.  A study conducted 
by Freedman and Burke (1996) sought to observe how much exposure to a case would influence 
a potential juror’s opinion on guilt or innocence.  Their study was based in Ontario, Canada, as 
was the case that they chose to expose their participants to. The Bernardo case involved a young, 
married couple that was charged with raping and murdering three young girls. The researchers 
exposed their participants first to a brief description of the case and then to the prosecution and 
defense arguments and some evidence that was presented during trial.  They found that the 
amount of publicity revealed in the description is strongly related to how participants rated 
Bernardo’s guilt: the more publicity, the more they found him guilty.  However, when hearing 
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the evidence revealed during trial, all participants in all conditions backtracked and changed their 
minds about their previous verdict.                      
     This study was informative in showing how PTP can produce bias, but only if it contains 
evidence that is damaging to the case.  In the beginning when participants were given a brief 
description of the case they strongly rated Bernardo as guilty.  But, when they were presented 
with evidence that might prove his innocence, the participants begin to change their original 
verdict.  The study by Freedman and Burke (1996) also shows how the initial reaction to PTP 
can create a certain image of the defendant in the public eye that can seriously impact the final 
verdict.   This coincides with the idea of social media where only the initial information is being 
spread throughout the system for people to see. This content influences the public to create some 
sort of opinion of the defendant's guilt before the trial even begins. The information found on 
social media and the opinions of those who use the outlet are all influences on a person’s opinion 
on the verdict.  These two factors can lead to many people to become biased towards the 
defendant.  
Another study that looked at incriminating evidence and juror’s judgment of guilt was 
completed by Dumas, Lepastourel, and Teste (2014). They found, as expected, that reading large 
numbers of articles that contain incriminating information has a direct effect on judgments of 
guilt; however, they also found that reading crime story information aroused a sense of danger in 
the reader which then promoted a conclusion the defendant was guilty (Dumas, Lepastourel, & 
Teste, 2014). So, incriminating information has a direct impact on guilt judgment and crime 
story information has an indirect impact.  
            Findings suggest that the more complete and the more detailed a story becomes, the 
stronger the judgment against the accused is.  Social media is a method that allows its users to 
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absorb bits of information as they arrive and piece them together to form a detailed case as well 
as a stronger verdict against the defendant.  For example; if a user is using their site to check in 
on a case as it progresses to trial, and that person is a daily user, it is possible that their 
judgments of guilt for that particular case are stronger compared to those who do not use social 
media for updates on case.  This is because news channels that use platforms like Twitter and 
Facebook are constantly releasing information about a case as it unfolds, giving users who 
follow them immediate access to that same information.  The more PTP an individual is exposed 
to the more complete the case becomes, which Dumas, Lepastourel, and Teste argue, is a main 
element in impacting a potential juror’s judgment of guilt (2014).  In a high profile case it is 
easier to see why there is a great deal of community outrage, because most of the case 
information has already been released and many news outlets tend to frame the story against the 
accused.       
 
 
PTP and Community Outrage 
The information contained in PTP can cause varying degrees of pretrial bias but one 
frequently overlooked aspect of PTP is community outrage for specific types of crimes that are 
on trial.  Zimmerman et al. (2015) looked at PTP differently by measuring the likelihood of 
rating the defendant guilty when reading information about community outrage and victims 
suffering.  They found that PTP involving community outrage and victim impact could prompt 
prospective jurors to rate the defendant as guilty.  Interestingly, the negative facts the researchers 
revealed to the participants about the defendant did not affect juror guilt judgments. Does 
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community outrage generally influence potential jurors?  When looking at the reaction of the 
Boston Marathon Bombings on Twitter, it would appear that it does.  
When the bombings occurred on April 15, 2013 there was an immediate reception on 
Twitter where users from all over the United States took part in the discussion.  For the next 
several days the discussions of the terrorists became so heavy on all media platforms that when it 
came time for trial there was almost a change of venue. The PTP that was published by the 
media had such an impact on the areas of Boston that questions were raised about the possibility 
of impaneling an impartial jury. But, because of the spread of information on social media it was 
unlikely that there would be a fair trial regardless of where it was held.  This case was one of the 
many in recent years that may have been influenced by PTP from social media, therefore; to 
make their study stronger Zimmer et al. should use a real trial, like the Boston Bombings, instead 
of a fictional one to get a genuine feel for community outrage and how it affects their judgment. 
            Some trials produce so much social media rage that the safety of the defendant becomes a 
concern. The trial of Brock Turner is a prime example of this.  The Stanford student was accused 
and found guilty of brutally raping a young woman but was given a minimal sentence and even 
released before his sentence was completed.  This trial was discussed throughout Twitter and 
Facebook where pages were created to either support or denounce the rapist.  An analysis done 
by Salter (2013) looked at how women and girls use social media to investigate allegations of 
sexual assault performed by men against females. The author did this by first examining 
Habermas’s (1989) theories of communicative action in the public sphere as well as Fraser’s 
(1990) ideas that emphasize the powerlessness of women in public and their capacity to develop 
alternative routes to represent themselves and to participate in the public sphere.  These women 
use the platforms to release information about the case to their followers so that they might 
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spread the information as well.  The author states that when sexual offenders are publicly named, 
it is an invasion on their privacy rights as well as an attempt to undermine the presumption of 
innocence and a fair trial (Salter, 2013).  Social media has the potential to destruct the whole idea 
of an impartial jury and a fair trial as information is released to a large public. The more popular 
a case becomes and the more PTP that is released, it becomes less likely that the public will be 
neutral about the defendant.   
Typically, PTP that is rapidly spread contains negative information about the defendant.  
Otto, Penrod and Dexter (1994) created a study that determined just how negative PTP can affect 
a juror’s decision making.  They had participants read two newspaper articles as PTP and then 
viewed a videotape of the actual disorderly conduct for the case.  They found that after viewing 
the actual evidence from the case, the participant’s initial judgments about the defendant's guilt 
had changed.  Additionally, in some participants they found that the initial negative PTP affected 
the way that they viewed the video evidence and the attributions that they made about the 
defendant (Otto, Penrod & Dexter, 1994).        
  
Social Media and the Spread of Information 
        Events such as the Boston Bombings and the Brock Turner rape trial exemplify how social 
media outlets can be the forefront for news information Kwak et al. (2010) created an analysis of 
Twitter looking at how people are connected, how long trending topics last, what users 
participate in them, and the spread of information by retweet. Trending topics travel throughout 
Twitter by the use of hashtags (#).  Users can look for articles, pictures, and breaking news on a 
topic by clicking the hashtag and staying up to date with facts.  The researchers found that, out of 
the forty one million users on Twitter, a little over eight million participate in these trending 
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topics.  By retweeting a hashtag, users relay information to their followers and if those users are 
interested in the topic and retweet it then the whole cycle is repeated.  This is how information 
about news is spread so quickly throughout the site but once the discussion begins to die down it 
is rare that it picks back up with the same urgency as it did when the news first broke Most of the 
activity periods are a week or shorter but some can be as long as two months (Kwak et al., 2010).  
The authors made a strong argument that trending topics spread in the way that they do 
because trending topics occur during the time that most users are on the site--making those 
articles and discussions more popular than others.  People who find interest in that topic will then 
retweet a tweet or create their own tweet about the event and either of those will be released to 
their group of followers who will then either take part in the discussion as well or choose to 
ignore the topic entirely.  This study can be used to see how trials that are trending topics spread 
throughout the “Twitter-sphere” and how people are reacting to that information.   
It is generally understood that news can be rapidly spread through social media, but 
exactly at how fast a pace? Wu and Shen (2015) broke down the activity of major news Twitter 
accounts (supernodes) in regard to how many other users are expected to retweet the articles, the 
length of time that it will stay popular for, and what news is expected to get the most attention.  
They created a popularity model that can predict the popularity of a tweet over time. They found 
that an article published through Twitter is most popular at the initial time of release and then its 
popularity gradually falls throughout a forty-three minute span.  Instead of focusing on Twitter 
as a whole; Wu and Shen’s study looks at major news outlets like CNN, BBC, and The New 
York Times that have accounts with Twitter and regularly use it to publish information. Their 
study explains the workings of main Twitter accounts allowing future research to begin breaking 
down how news information is relayed from one account to the next.    
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Demographics of Social Media Users 
Understanding the demographics of those who use social media is important when 
dealing with media based PTP.  It is also essential to look at how often they use their social 
media and how they use it.  Lenhart (2009) conducted survey research in America that shows 
exactly which age groups use social media more, why they use them, and how often they use 
them.   
Their findings show that 75% of adults 18-24 have a social media profile compared to the 
57% at ages 25-34 (Lenhart, 2009). The percentages lower as ages rise with only 7% of users 65 
and older using social media.  Out of the participants in the study, 37% use their social media 
sites daily and 23% use it every few days--indicating the popularity of social media and users’ 
tendencies to check on their sites multiple times throughout the day, or week in some cases.  
These findings suggest exposure to PTP through social media is more likely for those who use it 
more often because they are constantly checking on the latest news.  Even if they are not 
specifically looking at news events, one of their friends or followers may have posted something 
on a case and made it available for other users to see.  Considering 89% of adults use their 
profiles to stay in touch with friends, it is likely that they will come across some type of exposure 
to an interest that one of their followers/friends take part in (Lenhart, 2009).       
Current Study 
Thus far we have examined two aspects of our story: One where studies are focused on 
PTP and how it affects judgments of guilt and the other where studies show how news is spread 
through social media accounts like Twitter.  However, there is little to no information that mixes 
the two together creating a major gap of knowledge where the effects of social media PTP are 
neglected but should be looked into considering the shift to technology for keeping up with news 
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events.  Social media has the ability to reach an extensive audience with various PTP information 
that can have both negative and positive effects on a trial. Studying this phenomenon is essential 
if we are to determine the degree of risk develop courses of action to control it.   
The purpose of the current study is to try to tie the missing research of PTP and social 
media together.  In order to study this, a quantitative research design has been created to look at 
the effect that exposure biased social media PTP might have on legal judgments.  The IV that we 
will be manipulating is the contents of media outlets that participants use.  Knowledge of trial 
and assessments of guilt will be the DVs that we will be recording.   
There was a recent event in Charlottesville, Virginia.  On August 12, 2017 a clash 
between white nationalists vs. anti-fascist protestors developed in Downtown Charlottesville.  
During the event, a supporter of the white nationalists, James Alex Fields Jr., drove his car into 
the crowd outside of the Water St. Parking Garage, killing one and injuring nineteen.  The 
fatality was Heather Heyer, a 32-year-old paralegal. Fields has been charged with first-degree 
murder, three counts of malicious wounding, and failure to stop in an accident that resulted 
death.  This is an ideal event to use in this study since it is very recent and was heavily discussed 
on social media platforms and will most likely turn into a trial that will take place locally. Being 
able to tie the participant’s knowledge of the case and their use of social media together will shed 
some light on the influence that social media PTP has on judgments about the defendant.   
The study will assess the effects of actual media material through manipulated exposure.  
We will recruit participants who will be asked about their knowledge of the case.  Afterwards, all 
participants will be randomly assigned to one of four conditions (social media positive to the 
defendant, social media negative to the defendant, conventional media positive to the defendant 
and conventional media negative to the defendant).  The main research question will be how 
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influential social media is on potential juror verdicts.  Participants, who are 18 years or older will 
be recruited online through Amazon’s MTurk.  The online survey will ask questions regarding 
the participant’s sources of news, use of social media and their knowledge of the Charlottesville 
event.  It will then move to questions about how much of their knowledge they retained from 
social media.   
Our first hypothesis was that participants that regularly use modern social media are more 
knowledgeable about the Charlottesville event and the charges against Fields than those who use 
more conventional methods of obtaining news information.   Our second hypothesis asked if 
people exposed to more social media coverage will hold more biased opinions fueled by self-
selection and re-posting of social media sources.  Additionally, we hypothesized if participant’s 
exposed to media materials negative to Fields will judge him more harshly than those who have 
been exposed to materials positive to the defendant.  
Current Study 
Past research has shown that PTP from media outlets such as television news and 
newspapers can bias the public that it is presented to. The advent of social media raises the 
question of whether social media can have the same effect.  There is a need for studies to look at 
social media on PTP effects, which is why the current study is of significance.  Recent 
qualitative research by Barthel et al. (2015) found that 63% of users get their news information 
through Twitter and 63% get theirs through Facebook, compared to the 52% and 47% in 2013.  
In addition, the researchers found that in 2015, 59% of users used Twitter to keep up with news 
stories as they were happening.  The present study seeks to address this gap in literature by 
studying the effects that social media outlets such as Twitter and Facebook have on high profile 
trials where pretrial information has been easily accessible.  
 
 





            In order to observe the full effect of social media on pretrial publicity we looked at those 
individuals who use modern social media, such as Twitter and Facebook, and those who use 
conventional methods of obtaining news, such as newspapers and television.  Additionally, we 
will compare to see if there is a difference in the pre-trial knowledge score between those who 
self-report that they use social media and those who use conventional media.  
            In addition, we will be looking at whether those who are exposed to our social media 
condition will possess more biased opinions against the defendant in the case than those who are 
exposed to our conventional media condition.  There are four sub-categories within these 
conditions: Social media negative to the defendant, social media positive to the defendant, 
conventional media negative to the defendant, and conventional media positive to the defendant.  
Participants  
Participants in the study were required to be 18 years or older and to live within the 
United States.  Our sample consisted of 308.  Of the recorded responses, 14 were 18-24 years 
old, 103 were 25-24, 93 were 35-44, 57 were 45-54, 32 were 55-64, and 9 were 65-74.  One 
hundred and sixty of our participants were female and 147 were males.  A majority of our 
participants identified as White (240), with Black or African American following with 28 
participants.  The rest of the participants identified as Hispanic or Latino, American Indian or 
Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or Other.     
 Our sample comprised of 301 participants.  Of those participants, the top five states with 
the most respondents reside in California (n= 27), Florida (n=22), North Carolina (n=19), 
Pennsylvania (n=18), and Texas (n=15).  Most of our respondents were White (n=233), followed 
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by Black or African American (n=28) and Asian (n=18).  The remaining 21 respondents reported 
as being Hispanic or Latino, American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander, or Other.  There was data missing from one respondent.   
Most of the respondents fall between the ages of 25 and 54.  34% of participants report 
being between the ages of 25 and 34 (n=102).  30% are between the ages of 35 and 44 (n=91) 
and 19% are between the ages of 45 and 54 years old (n=57). There was an almost even split 
between male and female respondents with 143 reporting as Male and 157 reporting as Female.  
One respondent reported their gender as Other.  
Procedure 
            Participants were recruited through Amazon’s MTurk, an Internet marketplace where 
individuals and businesses can use human participants to perform tasks that cannot be completed 
by current technology. The method of “screening” on MTurk ensured that participants fit the 
criteria needed for the study. Those who are 18 and older were screened.  We used Qualtrics to 
produce our survey (see Appendix A).  Participants were surveyed about their social media use 
and their knowledge on the Charlottesville case.  Monetary compensation of $1.50 was given to 
participants at the end of the completed survey. 
 Participants were first brought to a page where they read and signed a consent form.  
Following that they proceed to the study by clicking “continue”.  The participants were then 
taken to a series of questions pertaining to the Charlottesville case.  They were tested on their 
knowledge of the case such as the name of the city it took place, the name of the defendant, and 
the name of the victim.  Next, they were asked their demographics: the state they are currently 
residing in, their race, age, and gender.  From there participants were asked about their media 
usage.  Participants reported what types of media, social and conventional, they use and how 
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often they use it.  They were asked if they took part in conversations with other people that use 
online or social media platforms and if the participants took part in conversations with others 
who use the same media sources.  Participants were asked if they retweet or share news on their 
own social media profiles for their followers or friends to see.  Lastly, they were asked if they 
believed news received through social media is reliable.    
            After this section was completed, all participants regardless of their level of pre-trial 
knowledge were randomly assigned to one of four groups. These groups are “Positive to 
Defendant: Social Media”, “Negative to Defendant: Social Media”, “Positive to Defendant: 
Conventional”, and “Negative to Defendant: Conventional”.  In these conditions participants 
were exposed to PTP about the Charlottesville case through either newspaper or social media 
outlets and either negative or positive information towards the defendant.  We split the 
participants randomly regardless of what social media they use prior to the study to see if the 
condition of social media PTP truly has an effect on a participant’s final verdict and their overall 
consensus of the crime.  After being exposed to their condition, participants were asked based on 
the material that was provided, how serious they think the crime was and how much fault they 
would place on the victim Heather Heyer.  These questions were included to see if the media 
material positive to the defendant had any effect in swaying the participant’s judgment. The 
questions following asked whether participants would judge James Alex Fields as “guilty” or 
“not guilty” for first-degree murder, second-degree murder, voluntary manslaughter, or 
involuntary manslaughter.  Participants were then asked how strong they though the evidence 
was against the defendant for each of the levels of manslaughter.  The final question participants 
were asked was how much coverage of the Charlottesville incident like the type they had just 
been exposed to had they been exposed to prior to the study.  The question was added to see if 
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the material presented was new to the participants and if it had the potential to sway their 
judgment.     
Results 
Media Usage 
 We asked each of the participants how often they use certain media platforms.  When we 
asked participants if they use Newspaper to receive news information: 30% participants reported 
that they Never Use, 31% reported that they Very Rarely use, and 15% reported that they Rarely 
use (see Table 1).  When asked about using Television networks for news information 24% 
respondents reported that the Frequently use it, 21% reported that they Occasionally use it, and 
17% reported that they Rarely use it.  Radio had 22% respondents that Never Use, 23% that Very 
Rarely use, 19% Rarely use, and 20% Occasionally use.  
Twitter had a disparity of reports with 29% of respondents reporting that they Never Use 
Twitter but 19% reported that they Occasionally use it.  Out of that same group, 19% reported 
that they Very Rarely use Twitter and 14% reported that they Frequently use it.  Facebook had an 
Percentage of Usage/ Mean Knowledge 




30% 2.31 31% 2.71 15% 2.80 14% 2.74 6% 2.61 4%  2.92 
Television 
network 
7% 2.50 16% 2.55 17% 2.56 21% 2.32 24% 2.64 16%  2.68 
Radio 22% 2.78 23% 2.71 19% 2.46 20% 2.62 13% 2.36 4%  2.62 
Twitter 29% 2.34 19% 2.75 12% 2.62 19% 2.68 14% 2.62 8% 3.09 
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almost even distribution with 15% respondents reporting that they Never Use it, 16% reporting 
that they Very Rarely use it, 15% reporting that they Rarely use it, 21% reporting that they 
Occasionally use it, and 21% reporting that they Frequently use it.  Online news websites had the 
highest users with 35% of respondents reporting that they Frequently use it and 29% reporting 
that they Very Frequently use it.  
The next section of our survey asked for participants to self-report how they take part in 
media discussions and share information through their media platforms.  We ask how people 
take part in conversations with other people who use social or online media by asking “Do you 
take part in conversations with other people that use ONLINE or SOCIAL MEDIA platforms” 
64% respondents reported that they Sometimes do.  With that same question; 24% respondents 
reported that they Often take part in conversation and 12% respondents reported that they Never 
take part.  Following this question we asked respondents “Do you take part in conversations with 
other people that read the same sources”?  16% respondents reported that they Often do, 74% 
respondents reported that they Sometimes do, and 31% respondents reported that they Never do.  
For those who use social media we asked “If you use Twitter or Facebook or similar sources: Do 
you “retweet” or “share” news on your own social media profile for your followers or friends to 
see”?  To this question 47% respondents answered Yes and 53% respondents answered No.  The 
following question asked respondents “Has there ever been any conversation that you have had 
with other people, either online or in person, influenced your opinion about a news event”?  30% 
respondents answered Yes, 40% answered Maybe and 31% answered No.  Finally, we asked, 
“How reliable do you think news received through social media is” and to this 24% responded 
Not Reliable, 34% responded Somewhat Reliable, 24% responded Neutral, 16% responded 
Reliable, and 2% responded Very Reliable.   
 
 
SOCIAL MEDIA’S INFLUENCE ON PRE-TRIAL PUBLICITY  18 
 
 
Judgments Against the Defendant  
 After being exposed to the media group that they were randomly assigned to, participants 
were asked to judge the level of seriousness of the crime, victim fault and how they would judge 
the defendant based on the evidence provided if they were potential jurors on the case.  
Participants were asked on a scale of “0 being Not Serious” to “100 being Extremely Serious” 
how serious they thought the crime in question is.  The mean for level of seriousness was 88.36 
with a SD of 17.22 (M= 88.36, SD= 17.22).   
 On a sliding scale of 0 to 100 in increments of 25, participants were asked how much 
blame they would place on the victim, Heather Heyer, with 0 being None and 100 being All.  The 
mean was 10.75 with a SD of 21.08 (M= 10.75, SD= 21.08).   
Participants were then asked about their judgments towards James Alex Fields Jr. on a 
charge of first-degree murder (See Appendix B).  Sixty six percent of respondents answered that 
they would judge Fields as guilty (n= 198) and 32% answered that they would judge him as not 
guilty (n=97).  Out of those respondents, 33% said that the evidence for a guilty verdict is Strong 
(n=99) and 31% said that the evidence was Extremely Strong (n=94).  For a verdict of second-
degree murder, 76% would judge Fields as guilty (n=229) and 20% would judge him as not 
guilty (n=60).  40% of respondents believed the evidence to be Extremely Strong (n=120) and 
32% believed the evidence to be Strong (n= 96).  
66% of respondents answered that they would judge Fields guilty on charges of voluntary 
manslaughter (n=199) and 35% answered that the evidence is Extremely Strong towards this 
verdict (n=106) while 27% answered that the evidence is Strong (n= 81).  Lastly, participants 
were asked to judge Fields on a charge of involuntary manslaughter in which 62% judged him as 
guilty (n=187) and 37% judged him as not guilty (n=110).  For evidence supporting involuntary 
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manslaughter 25% respondents answered Strong (n=74) and 28% respondents answered 
Extremely Strong (n=85).  
Knowledge Pre-trial Information 
We measured the variable High Knowledge through the pre-test of knowledge about the 
Charlottesville event.  Participants were given a value 0-4 with 0 being zero prior knowledge of 
the event and 4 being participants with the highest level of knowledge about the event.  Out of 
the 301 participants, 9 had value 0, 35 had value 1, 79 had value 2, 119 had value 3 and 59 had 
value 4.  Additionally, through a Chi square analysis we were able to compare how those who 
answered the pre-test questions correctly judged Fields (Guilty or Not guilty) compared to those 
who answered the pre-test questions incorrectly.  Our Chi square showed that there was a 
statistically significant relationship found between those who answered correctly to “There was 
an event that captured the nation’s attention. What was it?” and those who judged Fields guilty 
of involuntary manslaughter, X^2 (3, N=301) = 13.15, p = .001.  Additionally, there was a 
statistically significant relationship for participants who answered correctly to “What was the 
defendant charged with?” and judging him as guilty, X^2 (2, N=301) = 12.48, p = .006. 
During the pre-test, 73% of participants correctly answered “Car accident” when asked, 
“There was an event that captured the nation’s attention. What was it?”.  Those who answered 
correctly were more likely to judge Fields guilty of the four levels of charges that we presented 
to them.  65% judged Fields guilty of first-degree murder, 82% judged guilty of second-degree 
murder, 68% judged guilty of voluntary manslaughter and 69% judged guilty of involuntary 
manslaughter.  
Similarly, those 88% who correctly answered “Charlottesville” when asked, “What was 
the name of the city where the incident took place?” were more likely to judge Fields guilty.  Of 
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those who answered correctly 66% judged Fields guilty of first-degree murder, 81% judged 
guilty of second degree murder, 67% judged guilty of voluntary manslaughter and 64% judged 
guilty of involuntary manslaughter.        
64% of participants responded correctly to “What was the name of the victim?” with 
“Heather Heyer”.  This group was also more likely to judge Fields guilty on all of the four 
charges; 64% judged Fields guilty of first degree murder, 78% judged guilty of second degree 
murder, 64% judged guilty of voluntary manslaughter and 65% judged guilty of involuntary 
manslaughter.  
Only 37% of respondents answered correctly with “First degree murder” when asked 
“What was the defendant charged with?”. But this group also judged Fields as guilty on the four 
charges: 79% judged Fields guilty of first degree murder, 78% judged guilty of second degree 
murder, 72% judged guilty of voluntary manslaughter and 62% judged guilty of involuntary 
manslaughter.    
Manipulations   
We had two manipulations for our study where we controlled whether participants were 
exposed to either social media or conventional media and whether those outlets contained PTP 
negative to the defendant or positive to the defendant.  We measured if these manipulations had 
an effect on our participants by measuring the harshness they judged the defendant on first-
degree murder, second-degree murder, voluntary manslaughter or involuntary manslaughter.  
 Our results showed that there was no significant difference between those that were 
exposed to negative PTP against the defendant and those that were exposed to positive PTP 
against the defendant when it came to judgments on second-degree murder [overall M= 79%, 
F(1, 287) = 1.59, p = .208], manslaughter [overall M= 68%, F(1, 292) = .73, p = .392] and 
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involuntary manslaughter [overall M= 63%, F(1, 295) = .15, p = .703].  Similarly, there was no 
significant difference found between those who were exposed to social media PTP and those 
exposed to conventional PTP when it came to second degree murder [overall M= 79%%, F(1, 
287) = 1.72, p = .191], manslaughter [overall M= 68%, F(1, 292) = .04, p = .383] and 
involuntary manslaughter [overall M= 63%, F(1, 295) = .38, p = .541].  
There was a significant difference between those who were exposed to negative or 
positive PTP towards the defendant and their judgment on first-degree murder [M= 58% and M= 
42%, F(1, 293) = .8.03, p = .005]; however, there was no significant difference for those exposed 
to social media or conventional media and their judgment on first-degree murder [overall M= 
67%, F(1, 293) = .17, p = .681].      
Discussion 
 The study we have conducted attempted to find whether social media had an influence on 
the amount of PTP an individual is exposed to.  We did this by first manipulating the type of PTP 
they were exposed to (positive and negative) and also the outlet of media they were exposed to 
(social or conventional).  We determined whether these manipulations had an effect on the 
participants by comparing their final judgments towards the defendant on the four charges that 
we provided.    
Social Media vs. Conventional Media 
 We expected frequent users in any category to know more than infrequent users in the 
same category.  We also expected those who Frequently and Very Frequently user newspapers 
and TV news outlets to have higher means of pre-trial knowledge than those who use 
radio.  Additionally, we predicted that those who Frequently- Very Frequently use social media 
outlets would have higher pre-trial knowledge than those who use TV, newspaper and radio.   
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  Our predictions were correct where one aspect of social media, Twitter had that the 
highest overall pre-trial knowledge score of; however, newspaper users, online news outlets, and 
TV had overall higher pre-trial knowledge for all levels of usage (Table 1).  Although we 
predicted social media to have overall higher pre-trial knowledge the results came back showing 
that social media users had the lowest pre-trial scores.  
 As to why conventional media users had the highest overall scores, we believe that this 
could be because, unlike social media, those outlets are focused on providing news to its users.  
Social media has many layers where users can be exposed to thousands of different material all 
in one use.  So although it is possible that social media users have been exposed to a high amount 
of pre-trail knowledge of the Charlottesville case, they may not have been able to retrieve it 
because the other material that they have been exposed to has distracted them.      
Positive vs. Negative PTP 
 We expected that those who are exposed to negative PTP towards the defendant would 
judge Fields more harshly than those who were exposed to positive PTP towards the defendant.  
This was supported in the results where participants were asked how they would judge Fields on 
charges of first-degree murder if they were jurors sitting on the case [M= 58% and M= 42%, F(1, 
293) = .8.03, p = .005].  This idea has been supported in past research as well, Dumas et al. 
(2014), where incriminating PTP can create enough bias in an individual to where they are more 
likely to judge a defendant as guilty.  The results from our ANOVA test showed that there was a 
significant difference between those who were exposed to negative PTP and those exposed to 
positive PTP and whether or not they judge Fields guilty or not guilty of first-degree murder.   
 We believe that the reason for this outcome was the type of material that was included in 
the manipulation such as pictures of the crime scene, negative posts/stories towards the victim, as 
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well as posts that show support for the victim and that shame the defendant.  By first exposing 
the participants to either the negative social media material or the negative conventional media 
material and then immediately asking them how they would judge the defendant; allows 
participants to make their decisions based on their feelings towards what they are exposed to 
rather than the actual evidence that they would have been exposed to if they were to sit on the 
actual jury.   
 Additionally we observed how regardless if participants were placed in pro- or anti-
defendant, participants were still likely to judge Fields Guilty on all charges.  We believe that 
this is due to the amount of pre-trial knowledge that they were exposed to before the study.  
Considering that most participants had high scores on the pre-trial knowledge test, we believe 
that they were responding to the judgment questions based on their premeditated decision rather 
than the manipulations that we exposed them to.   
Future Research 
 To expand on the findings of the current study we suggest future research to look at 
topics that we were not able to cover.  Future research should look at social media usage 
compared to conventional media usage in terms of different events.  Political campaigns, social 
movements, and domestic and international terror attacks would be suitable events to look into 
since they are mostly likely to be highly covered by most platforms of media.  
 We also suggest research to look at social media usage and PTP in different parts of the 
world rather than just the United States.  It would be interesting to see how one nation reacts to 
PTP on social media compared to the United States, especially in nations where social media 
may not be as potent.   
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 Our last suggestion would be to produce a study that looks at the amount of established 
news sources published through social media compared to other information.  Established news 
information we consider to be news accounts such as The New York Times and CNN that use 
their social media platforms to release news to the public.  By comparing them to the release of 
other information, such as entertainment, sports, health and fitness, and other similar categories, 
we can see just how important social media is in the spreading of news information and possibly 
how often users are exposed to news information compared to others.    
Limitations 
 The design of our study was met with some limitations.  We compared the impact of 
conventional and social media on participant verdicts, however we were not able to completely 
recreate the environment of conventional or social media.  For example, the participants were 
exposed to snippets of newspaper articles as well as Twitter postings but they we were not able 
to provide any media from radio, television, or actual newspaper outlets.  Additionally, we were 
not able to recreate Twitter and Facebook settings.   
 Another limitation was the amount of pro-defendant material that was available for the 
study.  When looking for materials that were pro-defendant we were more likely to find social 
media user’s opinions that show support for Fields rather than established news outlets 
publishing PTP that showed support for the defendant.   
 The data collection was limited to self-reporting measures when it came to participant’s 
media usage and attitudes towards social media reliability.  The data collected may not have been 
completely true to participants’ actual media usage.  There is the possibility that our participants 
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SM on PTP - for everyone 
 
 
Start of Block: Informed Consent 
 
Q1  
You are being asked to participate in a research study because you are a citizen of the United 




The purpose of this research study concerns the use of social media as a source of news 
reporting..   
Procedures: 
If you volunteer to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the following: 
1. List what outlets of modern social media and conventional media you use from a list of 
popular 
outlets.  
2. Report how often you use these social media platforms and how much time you spend on 
them. 
3. You will be asked questions pertaining to the recent events in Charlottesville, Virginia and if 
you 
have or have not discussed the case through your media platforms.    




Your participation in this research study is expected to last for a total of 30 minuets.  
 
 
Payment for Participation: 




You will be notified about any new information regarding this study that may affect your 
willingness to 
participate in a timely manner. 
 
 
Risks and Benefits: 
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We will make our best efforts to maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected 
during this 
research study, and that can identify you. We will disclose this information only with your 
permission or 
as required by law. 
Confidentiality   will   be   assured   by   utilizing   MTurk’s   worker   ID   number.   This   number   
is   linked   to 
responses of the survey but will not identify you by name.   Only the initial researcher and the 
faculty 
advisor will have access to this worker ID number.  
The research team, authorized CUNY staff, and government agencies that oversee this type of 
research 
may   have   access   to   research   data   and   records   in   order   to   monitor   the   research.   
Research   records 
provided   to   authorized,   non-CUNY   individuals   will   not   contain   identifiable   information   
about   you. 




1. Your participation in this research study is entirely 
voluntary. If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty to you, and you will not lose 
any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
2.You   can   decide   to   withdraw   your   consent   and   stop   participating   in   the   research   
at   any   time, 
without any penalty. 
 
 
Questions, Comments or Concerns: 
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk to one of the 
following 
researchers: 
Kelly Kondroski, Research Instructor  




Steven Penrod BA, JD, PhD 
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If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or 
concerns that 
you   would   like   to   discuss   with   someone   other   than   the   researchers,   please   call   
the   CUNY   Research 
Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918 or email HRPP@cuny.edu.  
Alternately, you can write to: 
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research 
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator 
205 East 42nd Street 
New York, NY 10017 
 
o I agree  (1)  
o I disagree  (2)  
 
Skip To: End of Block If You are being asked to participate in a research study because you are a citizen 
of the United St... = I agree 
Skip To: End of Survey If You are being asked to participate in a research study because you are a 
citizen of the United St... = I disagree 
End of Block: Informed Consent 
 
Start of Block: Knowledge of Event 
 
instruction Before starting the main survey, we would like to ask you about a confrontation 
between two groups of protesters in August 2017 which drew national attention--including 
comments from President Trump. Please answer each question. If you are unsure, make an 




Q4 Are you aware of an event that took place on August 12, 2017? 
o Yes  (1)  
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Q5 There was an event that captured the nation's attention. What was it?  
o Shooting  (1)  
o Car accident  (2)  
o Stabbing  (3)  




Q6 What was the name of the city where the incident took place? 
o Jamestown  (1)  
o Richmond  (2)  




Q7 What was the name of the victim? 
o Heather Heyer  (1)  
o Hannah Stewart  (2)  




Q8 What was the defendant charged with? 
o Manslaughter  (1)  
o First degree murder  (2)  
o Second degree murder  (3)  
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End of Block: Knowledge of Event 
 
Start of Block: demographics 
 
Q3 What state are you currently residing in? 




Q36 What is your ethnicity origin (race)? 
o White  (1)  
o Black or African American  (2)  
o Hispanic or Latino  (3)  
o American Indian or Alaska Native  (4)  
o Asian  (5)  
o Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (6)  
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Q37 What is your age? 
o 18-24 years  (1)  
o 25-34 years  (2)  
o 35-44 years  (3)  
o 45-54 years  (4)  
o 55-64 years  (5)  
o 65-74 years  (6)  




Q38 What is your gender? 
o Male  (1)  
o Female  (2)  
o Other  (3)  
 
End of Block: demographics 
 
Start of Block: media usage 
 
Q9 What form of media are you more likely to use to receive news information? Please rate 















(1)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Television 
networks (2)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Radio (3)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Twitter (4)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Facebook 
(5)  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Online news 





Q10 Do you take part in conversations with other people that use ONLINE or SOCIAL MEDIA 
platforms? 
o Often  (1)  
o Sometimes  (2)  




Q11 Do you take part in conversations with other people that read the same sources? 
o Often  (1)  
o Sometimes  (2)  




Q12 If you use Twitter or Facebook or similar sources: Do you "retweet" or "share" news on 
your own social media profile for your followers or friends to see?  
o Yes  (1)  
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Q13 Has there been any conversation that you have had with other people, either online or in 
person, influenced your opinion about a news event?  
o Yes  (1)  
o Maybe  (2)  














Reliability (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
 
 
End of Block: media usage 
 
Start of Block: Positive to D/SM 
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Q44 Based on the material provided, how serious do you think this crime is with 0 being "Not 










 0 25 50 75 100 
 











Q45 Based on the material provided, how much fault would you place on the victim, Heather 
Heyer? 
 None Some Most All 
 








Q20 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of first degree murder? First degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder that is 
willful and premeditated with malice aforethought." 
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q60 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of second degree murder? Second degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder 
with malice aforethought, but it is not premeditated or planned."  
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q62 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of voluntary manslaughter? Voluntary manslaughter is defined as "any intentional  killing 
that involves no prior intent to kill, and which was committed under such circumstances that 
would cause a reasonable person to become emotionally or mentally disturbed."  
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q64 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Involuntary manslaughter? Involuntary manslaughter is defined as "a killing that stems 
from a lack of intention to cause death but involving an intentional, or negligent, act leading to 
death." 
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q58 How much coverage of the Charlottesville incident, like the coverage you have just read, 
have you seen? 
 I have seen NO 
coverage like this 
I have seen A LOT of 
coverage like this 
 




End of Block: Positive to D/SM 
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Q47 Based on the material provided, how serious do you think this crime is with 0 being "Not 























Q46 Based on the material provided, how much fault would you place on the victim, Heather 
Heyer? 
 None Some Most All 
 








Q66 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of first degree murder? First degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder that is 
willful and premeditated with malice aforethought." 
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q68 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of second degree murder? Second degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder 
with malice aforethought, but it is not premeditated or planned."  
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q70 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Voluntary manslaughter? Voluntary manslaughter is defined as "any intentional  killing 
that involves no prior intent to kill, and which was committed under such circumstances that 
would cause a reasonable person to become emotionally or mentally disturbed."  
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q72 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of involuntary manslaughter? Involuntary manslaughter is defined as "a killing that stems 
from a lack of intention to cause death but involving an intentional, or negligent, act leading to 
death." 
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q53 How much coverage of the Charlottesville incident, like the coverage you have just read, 
have you seen? 
 I have seen NO 
coverage like this 
I have seen A LOT of 
coverage like this 
 




End of Block: Negative to D/SM 
 
Start of Block: Positive to D/C 
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Q49 Based on the material provided, how serious do you think this crime is with 0 being "Not 


















Q48 Based on the material provided, how much fault would you place on the victim, Heather 
Heyer?  
 None Some Most All 
 








Q74 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of first degree murder? First degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder that is 
willful and premeditated with malice aforethought." 
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q76 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of second degree murder? Second degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder 
with malice aforethought, but it is not premeditated or planned."  
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q78 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Voluntary manslaughter? Voluntary manslaughter is defined as "any intentional  killing 
that involves no prior intent to kill, and which was committed under such circumstances that 
would cause a reasonable person to become emotionally or mentally disturbed."  
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q80 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Involuntary manslaughter? Involuntary manslaughter is defined as "a killing that stems 
from a lack of intention to cause death but involving an intentional, or negligent, act leading to 
death." 
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q54 How much coverage of the Charlottesville incident, like the coverage you have just read, 
have you seen? 
 I have seen NO 
coverage like this 
I have seen A LOT of 
coverage like this 
 




End of Block: Positive to D/C 
 
Start of Block: Negative to D/C 
 
Q27 The following clips are from online newspapers.  
 
 







Q35 The following are taken from a Charlottesville, Virginia newspaper. 
 
 






















Q34 The following are from a local Virginia newspaper.  
 
 

















Q51 Based on the material provided, how serious do you think this crime is with 0 being "Not 




















Q50 Based on the material provided, how much faulty would you place on the victim, Heather 
Heyer?  
 None Some Most All 
 








Q82 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of first degree murder? First degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder that is 
willful and premeditated with malice aforethought." 
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q84 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of second degree murder? Second degree murder is defined as "any intentional murder 
with malice aforethought, but it is not premeditated or planned."  
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q85 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Voluntary manslaughter? Voluntary manslaughter is defined as "any intentional  killing 
that involves no prior intent to kill, and which was committed under such circumstances that 
would cause a reasonable person to become emotionally or mentally disturbed."  
o Guilty  (1)  

























Q86 If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields on a charge 
of Involuntary manslaughter? Involuntary manslaughter is defined as "a killing that stems 
from a lack of intention to cause death but involving an intentional, or negligent, act leading to 
death." 
o Guilty  (1)  




















Q55 How much coverage of the Charlottesville incident, like the coverage you have just read, 
have you seen? 
 I have seen NO 
coverage like this 
I have seen A LOT of 





























Question Guilty Not 
guilty 
If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields 
on a charge of first degree murder? First degree murder is defined as "any 
intentional murder that is willful and premeditated with malice aforethought." 
 
66% 32% 
If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields 
on a charge of second degree murder? Second degree murder is defined as 




If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields 
on a charge of voluntary manslaughter? Voluntary manslaughter is defined as 
"any intentional killing that involves no prior intent to kill, and which was 
committed under such circumstances that would cause a reasonable person to 
become emotionally or mentally disturbed." 
 
66% 32% 
If you were a jury sitting on this case, how would you judge James Alex Fields 
on a charge of Involuntary manslaughter? Involuntary manslaughter is defined 
as "a killing that stems from a lack of intention to cause death but involving an 
intentional, or negligent, act leading to death." 
 
62% 37% 
 
